Unfortunately, in both countries, the scientific adviser's role has evolved in ways that marginalize its impact on competitiveness. In the United States, most advisers have little direct access to the president, and busy themselves mainly with interagency mediation on important but arcane matters such as how to coordinate different satellite systems. In the United Kingdom, the adviser is a bigger fish in a smaller pond -but is still seen primarily as a representative of the special interests of academic science, not as a player in economic or industrial policy.
Meanwhile, Germany, Japan, China and France have found no need for a 'chief scientific adviser' -despite frequent cajoling from the English-speaking world. Scientists and engineers already permeate these countries' governing elites.
Contemplating some maddeningly immaculate railway lines in Berlin this summer, I wondered whether this is why the Germans can not only make the trains run on time, but also keep the whole system to a standard that shames the dilapidated, rubblestrewn routes of London or New York. It seems that whoever runs the railway lines in Germany knows and very much cares about how a railway works -as does their boss. Back in Britain, it is widely accepted that those in charge neither know nor care about how things really work.
Scientific advisers in London and Washington are now part of a political world dominated by 'special advisers' , who rarely have any background in science or engineering. In both capitals, the world of finance holds almost limitless sway.
Two years ago, John Beddington, the population biologist who will continue to serve as Britain's chief scientific adviser until Walport takes over, organized a meeting of 200 civil servants with backgrounds in science or engineering, from different government departments, in an effort to forge better links between them.
The exercise brought to mind the fact that no one will ever see fit to organize a meeting of the senior officials who, like UK Prime Minister David Cameron, read philosophy, politics and economics at the University of Oxford. They run the country already -and their networking skills are impeccable.
My point is not that Beddington's efforts were futile; it is rather that in 50 years of trying, the underlying dynamic of London's ruling elites hasn't shifted an inch. The public prestige of science is higher than ever but it remains disturbingly removed from the centres of power.
And under these circumstances, the scientific community's hope that the scientific adviser will exercise meaningful influence is liable always to be frustrated. ■ Colin Macilwain writes about science policy from Edinburgh, UK. e-mail: cfmworldview@gmail.com
